
Great Decisions

Foreign Policy association  •  470 Park avenue south  •  new York, nY  10016
Phone: (212) 481-8100  •  Fax: (212) 481-9275  •  www.fpa.org

Topic 1: Middle East realignment

Libya. On July 7, Libya held elections for a 
new national assembly. Although the polls 

were marred by militant attacks and tribal 
rivalry, overall the election was a success. 
According to preliminary results, Mahmoud 
Jibril’s coalition defeated the Muslim 
Brotherhood, thereby making Libya the lone 
holdout in the wave of Islamist governments 
coming to power in post-Arab Spring countries. 
Jibril, a moderate who served as interim prime 
minister of the National Transitional Council 
(NTC) during the revolution, is a United States-
educated political scientist who nevertheless has 
vowed to draw on Islamic law. His government 
will face the challenges of overcoming tribal 
grudges, disbanding militias that fought in the 
revolution against Colonel Muammar Qadhafi 
and maintaining national unity.

TUNISIA. Hardliners and women’s rights 
activists are pressuring the ruling Ennahda 
Party to change the draft constitution. Salafists, 
who are more conservative than the moderate 
Islamist government, are calling for the coalition 
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government to include language that would 
describe women as “complementary to men.” 
Women in Tunisia, who have long enjoyed 
greater rights and equality than in other parts 
of the Arab world, demonstrated in August 
against the constitutional provision, which 
they see as a step backward. In a troubling 
trend, Tunisian universities are struggling 
with Salafist protesters, who demand that 
female students wear veils. 

EGYPT. In June, former President Hosni 
Mubarak was sentenced to life in prison, as 
was his former interior minister, Habib al-
Adly. The verdict prompted demonstrations 
by Egyptians who were angered that Mubarak 
did not receive a death sentence, and that he 
and his sons were not convicted on separate 
corruption charges.

Struggles between the Supreme Council 
of the Armed Forces (SCAF) and President 
Mohamed Morsi have roiled Egypt this 
summer. In June, the SCAF dissolved 
Parliament and assumed many of its powers, 
including the writing of the constitution. Days 
later, Morsi was confirmed as the winner of the 
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presidential runoff, with 52 percent of the vote. 
He reconvened Parliament in July, and ousted 
defense minister Field Marshal Mohamed 
Hussein Tantawi and other top military officers 
in August after an attack by gunmen in the 
Sinai Peninsula killed 16 Egyptian soldiers. 
These moves have challenged the military’s 
iron grip on power and are recalibrating the 
balance between military and civilian leaders.

SYRIA. As the death toll mounts and 
refugees stream across Syria’s borders, the 
civil war against the government of President 
Bashar al-Assad seems no nearer to ending. 
Estimates at the end of August put the total 
death toll at 20,000. According to the United 
Nations, more than 100,000 refugees fled Syria 
during the month of August alone, and the 
prospect of a humanitarian crisis looms. The 
exodus of refugees has put considerable strain 
on Syria’s neighbors. 

Turkey is hosting over 80,000 refugees, 
including the leadership of the Free Syrian 
Army (FSA). Iraq, Jordan and Lebanon are 
also hosting tens of thousands of refugees, 
who are fleeing worsening violence, including 
what appear to be massacres of civilians by 
the regime, and shelling and bombardments of 
cities by government forces. Lebanon, which 
is hosting over 35,000 refugees, has come 
under fire from the international community 
for deporting refugees. Jordan, with more 
than 61,000, has warned that it does not have 
the resources to accommodate the continuing 
arrival of refugees. Iraq did not open its borders 
until late July, and Syrian refugees there have 
been detained by security forces. 

In late May, the  United States  and other 
nations expelled Syrian diplomats in response 
to a massacre of civilians, mostly women and 
children, at Houla. Pro-Assad militias were 
believed to have been responsible for the 
massacre. Sadly, this incident was followed by 
a series of other massacres, including summary 
executions, which occurred throughout the 
summer in the capital and in other cities where 
the opposition is concentrated. By August, UN 
special envoy Kofi Annan had resigned, calling 
for Assad to leave office but also criticizing 
the UN Security Council for failing to agree 
on a solution. Both the rebels and Assad’s 

government had agreed to his six-point cease-
fire proposal but effectively ignored it. Within 
the Security Council, the  United States and 
France have been increasingly critical of 
Russia’s continued support for Assad. 

However, there are signs that Assad’s grip 
on power is crumbling. Riad Hijab, who had 
served as Assad’s prime minister for less 
than two months, defected to Jordan in early 
August. Along with the scattered defections by 
soldiers and military officials, Hijab’s defection 
suggests that Assad is losing critical support. 
In August, Egyptian President Mohamed 
Morsi denounced Assad at a conference held 
by Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmedinejad, 
Assad’s only remaining ally in the Muslim 
world. As of September, Iran was shipping 
arms to Syria through Iraqi airspace. Fearing 
the proliferation of small arms in the region, 
Western nations thus far have been reluctant to 
provide arms to the rebels, whose leadership 
is fractious. However, in August, President 
Barack Obama warned that the United States 
would respond with military intervention if 
Assad’s regime uses chemical weapons. 

topic 2: Promoting democracy

in May, the United States ended its ban on 
investments in Myanmar, in response to the 

democratic reforms undertaken by President 
Thein Sein’s government. However, as Nobel 
laureate Aung San Suu Kyi visited Europe in 
June to accept her 1991 Nobel Peace Prize, she 
cautioned the West about moving too quickly 
while issues such as the government’s detention 
of political prisoners remain unresolved. 
Myanmar’s government has announced further 
reforms aimed at developing the economy and 
attracting investment, and the United States 
and other Western countries have responded to 
encourage continued democratization.

topic 3: Mexico

Mexico held presidential elections on 
July 1. The favorite, the Institutional 

Revolutionary Party (PRI)’s Enrique Peña 
Nieto, won with 38 percent of the vote, but 
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the result was not affirmed until weeks later. 
Meanwhile, supporters of Manuel Andrés 
López Obrador, the Democratic Revolution 
Party’s candidate, protested allegations of 
vote-buying and fraud in the election. Obrador 
was the runner-up, with 32 percent of the vote, 
while the ruling National Action Party (PAN)’s 
Josefina Vázquez Mota trailed with 25 percent.

In August, Mexican prosecutors formally 
charged four high-ranking military officers, 
including three generals, of ties to the Beltrán 
Leyva drug cartel. The arrest of General Tomás 
Ángeles Dauahare, who served as the assistant 
defense minister in President Felipe Calderón’s 
administration until 2008, demonstrated the 
extent to which the cartels have infiltrated the 
armed forces.

Members of the Drug Enforcement Admin-

istration (DEA) took part in a controversial raid 
in Honduras in May. The agents were alleg-
edly involved in a Honduran police operation 
against cocaine traffickers. The incident came 
to light after local politicians claimed that sev-
eral innocent civilians were killed during the 
raid. Foreign-deployed Advisory Support Team 
(FAST) squads support foreign security forces 
in their home nations, such as Honduras.

Latin American leaders are demonstrating 
increasing openness to changing drug policy 
to stem cartel violence. Uruguayan President 
José Mujica proposed in June the legalization 
of marijuana. He joins Guatemalan President 
Otto Pérez Molina, who has called for a debate 
on legalizing drugs. Uruguay has gone farther, 
however, by proposing that the government 
grow marijuana and register users in order to 
regulate its distribution.
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topic 4: Cybersecurity

in JUne, Google reported that governments 
were increasingly requesting the removal 

of content from the search engine. Google’s 
report cited instances in which the company 
did not comply with requests from Spain, 
Poland, Canada and other liberal democracies. 
Censorship has also been on the rise in South 
Korea, whose government heavily regulates 
pro-North Korea content, but has also increased 
its efforts in suppressing Internet content.

In June, computer security firms discovered 
that Iranian computer networks had been 
infiltrated by a virus named Flame. The virus, 
which went undetected for two years, gathered 
intelligence on the Iranian nuclear program. 
Researchers noted similarities between Flame 
and the Stuxnet virus and have indicated that 
the  United States and Israel are the likely 
developers. Neither government confirmed 
involvement with the virus, which was aimed 
at sabotaging Iran’s nuclear program.

topic 5: Afghanistan & Iraq

Afghanistan. At a NATO summit in May, 
the  United States and its coalition partners 

agreed on plans to end the combat mission in 
Afghanistan by 2014. World leaders failed to 
commit to providing aid to Afghanistan until 
a month later, at an international conference 
in Tokyo. The Tokyo Framework of Mutual 
Accountability promises $16 billion in aid over 
the next four years and allays fears that Western 
aid would end with the withdrawal of troops. 
The United States, Afghanistan’s largest donor, 
is expected to appropriate less than $2.5 billion 
in aid for 2013. However, Afghan officials 
have estimated that the country would need 
as much as $7 billion per year for economic 
development. In order to receive the money, 
President Hamid Karzai’s government must 
fight corruption and improve governance. 

U.S. officials are increasingly concerned 
about the infiltration of Afghanistan by Haqqani 

militants from Pakistan. In June, Secretary 
of Defense Leon Panetta rebuked Pakistan 
for harboring insurgents that attack NATO 
and Afghan forces in Afghanistan. Relations 
between the United States and Pakistan 
have been at a historic low since a NATO air 
strike killed Pakistani soldiers last November, 
improved after Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
issued a formal apology. The apology was part 
of an agreement to re-open supply routes that 
transit through Pakistan. NATO forces are using 
the supply routes to withdraw troops.

IRAq. The country has been plagued with 
bombings this summer. On a single day in June, 
ten bombings hit Baghdad. Other cities across 
Iraq, including Kirkuk, Mosul and Fallujah, 
were also bombed. The attacks, which killed 
almost 100 people, appear to be targeted at 
Shi‘a religious sites. Although the country has 
been slowly returning to stability, the attacks 
demonstrate underlying sectarian tensions 
that are also playing out among top Sunni, 
Shi‘a and Kurdish politicians. In September, 
Vice President Tariq al-Hashimi, a Sunni, was 
sentenced to death on murder charges. Al-
Hashimi has repudiated the charges and accused 
Shi‘a leaders of conspiring against him.

topic 6: Oceans

AqUaboUnty technologies, a company 
spearheaded and largely funded by Soviet 

biologist Kakha Bendukidze, has created 
genetically engineered salmon. The Food 
and Drug Administration (FDA) tentatively 
approved the salmon in September 2010, stating 
that it would be safe for humans to eat and that 
it would not mate with or damage wild salmon 
stocks. The FDA is closely analyzing the new 
salmon, which would be the first genetically 
engineered animal in the human food supply

The United Nations Conference on the Law 
of the Sea (Unclos) came into effect in 1994 
and was signed by 160 countries, but has yet 
to be ratified by the United States. In May, the 
Senate considered ratifying Unclos, but it was 
met by opposition from several senators, who, 
in the words of former Alaska Governor Sarah 
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Palin, “are concerned about the perceived loss 
of U.S. sovereignty.” Secretary of State Hillary 
Rodham Clinton stated that the issue has been 
raised yet again due to “security and economic 
urgency.” Proponents of the treaty argue that 
it would contribute to national security and 
provide resource benefits.

On August 12, the 30th anniversary of 
Unclos, UN Secretary General Ban Ki-Moon 
unveiled a new initiative called the Oceans 
Compact to strengthen and support the Law of 
the Sea as well as to address the problems that 
oceans face. He called for countries to enhance 
their efforts to protect the world’s oceans. 

Australia plans to create the world’s 
largest network of marine parks, covering 
3.1 million sq. km of ocean. Australia made 
its announcement of the new marine reserve 
shortly before the Rio+20 Earth Summit, 
which occurred in June 2012, to emphasize the 
need to protect key parts of the environment. 
Australia plans to protect the Coral Sea, which 
covers about 1 million sq. km, as well as the 
Great Barrier Reef, in its new marine reserves. 
Fishing and oil and gas exploration will be 
restricted in these areas.

According to the National Snow and Ice 
Data Center (NSIDC), the month of August is 
expected to be a record low for Arctic sea ice. 
The NSIDC predicts that the rapid melting of 
ice will continue until mid to late September. 
Organizations, such as the Arctic Methane 
Emergency Group (AMEG) have raised serious 
concerns about the Arctic sea ice loss. The 
AMEG warned against the total and potentially 
irreversible collapse of the remaining Arctic sea 
ice volume by 2015 and has proposed several 
recommendations to cool the Arctic such as 
pumping sea water spray into the atmosphere 
from ships in the North Atlantic.

topic 7: Indonesia

several violent incidents in Jayapura, Papua, 
have prompted scrutiny of Indonesia’s 

security forces. On June 14, the security 
services shot and killed Mako Tabuni, a 
supporter of Papuan independence. The 

security forces linked him to several murders, 
but eyewitnesses have disputed this account. 
Some international observers worry that the 
situation in Papua is reminiscent of Indonesia’s 
brutal rule of the former East Timor.

In June, an Indonesian court sentenced Umar 
Patek, a militant linked to al-Qaeda, for his role 
in the 2002 Bali nightclub bombings. Patek 
was accused of making bombs for Jemaah 
Islamiyah, the radical group responsible for 
the attacks. Although the charges against him 
carried a maximum sentence of death, Patek 
was sentenced to 20 years in prison. 

Tensions between Sunni and Shi‘a Muslims 
are rising in East Java. In July, Tajul Muluk, a 
Shi‘a cleric in a Sunni region, was sentenced 
to prison for blasphemy. In addition, Christians 
and members of the Ahmadiyah sect have 
also been attacked. Rights groups have 
strongly criticized President Susilo Bambang 
Yudhoyono for failing to address religious 
attacks targeting minorities, but the government 
claims that policies such as a ban on Ahmadiyah 
proselytizing prevent social discord. 

topic 8: Energy geopolitics

on aUgUst 28, the Obama administration 
announced new rules for the Corporate 

Average Fuel Economy (CAFE) program. 
Automakers will be required to meet an average 
fuel economy of 54.5 miles per gallon (mpg) by 
2025. Under current regulations, average fuel 
economy is around 29 mpg. The new regulations 
are designed to reduce oil consumption, fuel 
costs and greenhouse gas emissions.

Japan faces a bleak economic outlook as 
it moves to close its nuclear reactors. Before 
the 2011 accident at Fukushima, nuclear 
power plants accounted for about one third of 
the country’s electricity.  In the wake of the 
disaster, public opinion has shifted in favor 
of eliminating nuclear reactors entirely. With 
reduced nuclear capacity, however, Japan has 
had to import increasing amounts of fuel, and 
several of its major utility companies would 
face insolvency if their plants were closed. n


